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Trials are underway to train dogs to sniff out coronavirus 
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Sniffer dogs could contribute to efforts to prevent the spread of Covid as 
society reopens, according to scientists. 


As part of atrial, dogs were trained to recognise a distinctive odour produced 
by people with the virus, but undetectable to the human nose. 


This could come in useful for screening at airports or mass events. 


But the dogs’ findings would have to be confirmed by lab testing, the 
researchers said. 


Although the dogs correctly picked up 88% of coronavirus cases, they also 
incorrectly flagged 16% of people who didn't have Covid as having the virus. 


Dogs can have up to 100,000 times the smelling ability of humans and have 
long been used to sniff out drugs and explosives. 


Recent research has shown dogs - particularly breeds like spaniels and 
retrievers - can detect the unique scents of diseases including cancer, 
Parkinson's and malaria. 


As part of the current canine screening trial, six dogs were trained to 
recognise the smell produced by people with Covid-19 using worn socks, face 
masks and t-shirts of various materials. 


They were rewarded with treats when they correctly identified whether the 
sample was from an individual who had tested positive or negative. 


Some of the people in the negative group had common cold viruses, to make 
sure the dogs were able to distinguish Covid from other respiratory infections. 


e BBC World Service - People Fixing the World, The detection dogs 
tracking poachers and Covid-19 


The dogs were able to sniff out the disease even when it was caused by 
different variants, and when the person had no symptoms or only had very low 
levels of the virus in their system. 


Claire Guest, Chief Scientific Officer at charity Medical Detection Dogs, which 
trained the animals, said the results were "further evidence that dogs are one 
of the most reliable biosensors for detecting the odour of human disease”. 


They picked up roughly 88% of positive cases - meaning, for every 100 cases, 
the dogs failed to recognise just 12 infected people. 


But out of 100 people who did not have Covid, the dogs wrongly suggested - 
via the sniff test - that 16 of them were infected. 


So if one person on a plane of 300 passengers has coronavirus, the dogs are 
likely to correctly identify that person, but may also wrongly indicate that 
another 48 Covid-negative people are infected. 
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It means a proportion of infections will be missed, and more will be told they 
have the virus when they don't. This is the case for all tests to different 
extents, but the canine method incorrectly tells a lot more people they have 
the virus than the type you swab up your nose. 


So the research team does not recommend dogs alone are used to sniff out 
positive cases. 





Dr Claire Guest lives with Asher, one of the dogs involved in the trial, along with prostate cancer detection dog Florin 
and E. coli detector Tala 


But they believe the dogs could be an additional screening tool alongside 
more conventional tests. They say dog screening, followed by swab testing, 
will pick up 91% of infections. 


The real potential advantage, though, is speed: even the quickest tests take 15 
minutes to show a result, while dogs can sniff out the disease in seconds. 


Two dogs could screen 300 people in half an hour, researchers say. 


This could make the sniff test "a suitable method for mass screening", argues 
Prof James Logan at the London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, which 
conducted the research alongside the University of Durham. 


In theory, people could be screened as they queue for a flight or to enter an 
event, and anyone flagged up by the dogs would need to take a PCR test - the 
more accurate type of swab tests which is processed in a lab. 


This could cut down on the numbers having to enter hotel quarantine. 
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Dogs could also potentially be used in areas where there isn't currently much 
screening, such as busy train stations, to help prevent a super-spreading 
event. 


The research is at an early stage so it still needs to be reviewed by other 
scientists before it can be published and, in the next phase of the study, tried 
out on infected people - rather than bits of sock. 


Related Topics 


Coronavirus pandemic Coronavirus testing 


Top Stories 


No extension for foreign troops, Taliban warn 


The Taliban warn they won't move a deadline for troops to leave Afghanistan, as evacuation efforts continue. 


© 3 days ago 


Resistance group Says ready to take on Taliban 


© 3 hours ago 


The US base behind China's latest Covid conspiracy 


© 20 hours ago 


https://www.bbc.com/news/health-57200863 


8/23/2021 Covid: Sniffer dogs could bolster screening at airports - BBC News 


Features 


i 
e tt 








The US base behind China's latest Covid 
conspiracy 


ADVERTISEMENT 





Kamala Harris on charm offensive in South East 
Asia 


5/8 


8/23/2021 Covid: Sniffer dogs could bolster screening at airports - BBC News 





ft cv a . 4 ce — 7 ~ r 


a i Al % 


Where will all the Afghan refugees go? Afghanistan lays bare a not so special 
relationship 








, fal is »* . 1 
Drugs, sex and love in one of the world’s most 'Hey world, do you care what happens here?' 
dangerous slums 


Pandemic and sluggish growth take a hit on The US military plane carrying Afghans to 
India's PM safety 


https://www.bbc.com/news/health-57200863 6/8 


8/23/2021 


Elsewhere on the BBC 


Football phrases 


15 sayings from around the world 


Most Read 


Ex-president's son on trial over $2bn tuna scandal 


Resistance group Says ready to take on Taliban 


The US base behind China's latest Covid conspiracy 


US grants Pfizer Covid-19 vaccine full approval 


First black woman to enter French Panthéon of heroes 


Most popular US Facebook link spread vaccine doubt 


John Lydon loses Sex Pistols High Court battle 


Chip giant hit by Beijing crackdown on business 


Tanzania leader criticised for female players jibe 


Strikes on Gaza high-rises unlawful - rights group 


https://www.bbc.com/news/health-57200863 


Covid: Sniffer dogs could bolster screening at airports - BBC News 


10 


7/8 


8/23/2021 Covid: Sniffer dogs could bolster screening at airports - BBC News 


ADVERTISEMENT 
ADVERTISEMENT 
BBC News Services 
On your mobile 
On smart speakers 
Get news alerts 
Contact BBC News 
Home Sport Worklife Future Music Weather 
News Reel Travel Culture TV Sounds 


Terms of Use AbouttheBBC Privacy Policy Cookies Accessibility Help | Parental Guidance Contact the BBC 
Get Personalised Newsletters Why you can trust the BBC Advertise withus AdChoices / Do Not Sell My Info 


© 2021 BBC. The BBC is not responsible for the content of external sites. Read about our approach to external linking. 


https://www.bbc.com/news/health-57200863 8/8 


